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A Secret Committee*

The writers of the text-books are agreed on certain
characteristic features of the English Cabinet system,
One of these distinguishing points is the collective
responsibility of ministers; another that the
Cabinet is answerable for its acts to the House
of Commons and may be deprived of office the
moment it ceases to retain the confidence of the
assembly; a third that its other members are
subordinate to the Prime Minister, who is the
director of the whole administration, and its repre-
sentative before the nation and the Crown. But
there are two other points on which less stress is
laid. The English Cabinet is a Party Committee;
and it is a Secret Committee. These characteristics
are usually noticed in a rather grudging and hesi-
tating fashion, as though they were mere ex-
crescences on the surface of the system. But they
have become established factors in the working
of the machine. They are parts of the organism;
without them it would be fundamentally trans-
formed. Secrecy and partisanship are elements
of Cabinet government, in the shape in which it is
exhibited among ourselves. And yet nothing is
clearer than that they were not consciously intro-
duced, and that they have developed themselves
without the cognisance, or against the wishes, of
successive generations of Englishmen, They are
the most singular examples of that process of adap-
tation and adjustment, under the pressure of
historical accidents and temporary necessities, by
which our institutions have been moulded.

The fact that the English Cabinet is a secret